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MANUFACTURING METHODS FOR
SEMICONDUCTOR DEVICES

BACKGROUND

The invention relates generally to methods for annealing
semiconductor layers and, more particularly, to methods for
annealing semiconductor layers for the manufacture of pho-
tovoltaic (PV) devices.

PV (orsolar) cells are used for converting solar energy into
electrical energy. Thin film PV devices may include a number
of semiconductor layers disposed on a transparent support,
where one semiconductor layer serves as a window layer, and
a second semiconductor layer serves as an absorber layer.
Solar radiation travels through the window layer to the
absorber layer, where the optical energy is converted to usable
electrical energy. Additional layers are often employed to
enhance the conversion efficiency of the PV device.

There are a variety of candidate material systems for PV
cells, each of which has certain advantages and disadvan-
tages. Cadmium telluride/cadmium sulfide (CdTe/CdS) het-
ero-junction-based photovoltaic cells are one such example
of thin film solar cells.

Thin film solar cell manufacturing typically requires a
significant number of processing steps to form multiple layers
on a substrate. Because of the large number of processing
steps, layers, and interfaces, thin film solar cells can be expen-
sive and time consuming to manufacture. Researchers are
continually striving to improve the efficiency and reduce the
production costs of the thin film PV cells.

A typical polycrystalline thin film PV cell has a very thin
(typically less than 0.12 micron) layer called the “window”
layer. The window layer’s role is to form a heterojunction in
combination with an absorber layer. The window layer desir-
ably is thin enough and has a wide enough bandgap (2.4 eV or
more) to transmit most available light through to the absorber
layer. For copper indium gallium selenide (CIGS) and CdTe
type solar cells, the most common material for the window
layer is cadmium sulfide (CdS), which is a direct bandgap
semiconductor. Various methods may be used to deposit CdS
thin films, for example chemical bath deposition, sol-gel,
electrochemical deposition, thermal evaporation, sputtering,
and spraying.

CIGS and CdTe photovoltaic devices can suffer reduced
performance due to the loss of photons at window layer
and/or poor charge collection at the p-n junction. Thus, it
would be desirable to increase the light transmission of the
window layer and/or improve the junction performance by
improving the quality of the window layer.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION

One aspect of the present invention resides in a method of
manufacturing semiconductor assemblies. The manufactur-
ing method includes thermally processing a first semiconduc-
tor assembly comprising a first semiconductor layer disposed
on a first support and thermally processing a second semicon-
ductor assembly comprising a second semiconductor layer
disposed on a second support. The first and second semicon-
ductor assemblies are thermally processed simultaneously,
and the first and second semiconductor assemblies are
arranged such that the first semiconductor layer faces the
second semiconductor layer during the thermal processing.

DRAWINGS

These and other features, aspects, and advantages of the
present invention will become better understood when the
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2

following detailed description is read with reference to the
accompanying drawings in which like characters represent
like parts throughout the drawings, wherein:

FIG. 1 schematically depicts, in cross-sectional view, first
and second semiconductor assemblies in an adjacent face-to-
face arrangement for thermal processing, according to
aspects of the present invention;

FIG. 2 schematically depicts, in cross-sectional view, first
and second semiconductor assemblies separated by a gap
using spacers, in a face-to-face arrangement for thermal pro-
cessing, according to aspects of the present invention;

FIG. 3 schematically depicts, in cross-sectional view, a
semiconductor assembly with a cadmium tin oxide layer dis-
posed between the semiconductor layer and the support;

FIG. 4 schematically depicts, in cross-sectional view, a
semiconductor assembly with a conductive layer disposed
between the cadmium tin oxide layer and the semiconductor
layer of FIG. 3;

FIG. 5 schematically depicts, in cross-sectional view, a
semiconductor assembly with a resistive, transparent buffer
layer disposed between the conductive layer and the semi-
conductor layer of FIG. 4;

FIG. 6 schematically depicts, in cross-sectional view, a
semiconductor assembly with a barrier layer disposed
between the cadmium tin oxide layer and the semiconductor
layer of FIGS. 4-6;

FIG. 7 schematically depicts, in cross-sectional view, first
and second semiconductor assemblies with the configuration
shown in FIG. 6, in an adjacent face-to-face arrangement for
thermal processing, according to aspects of the present inven-
tion;

FIG. 8 schematically depicts, in cross-sectional view, an
example photovoltaic device with the window layer configu-
ration shown in FIG. 6;

FIG. 9 is a plot of grazing incidence x-ray diffraction
intensity as a function of incident angle for three annealed
samples and one sample which was not annealed;

FIG. 10 is a plot of external quantum efficiency as a func-
tion of wavelength for face-to-face annealed and un-annealed
oxygenated CdS samples;

FIG. 11 is a box plot of the cell efficiencies using CdS that
either underwent a face-to-face anneal or was not annealed;

FIG. 12 is a box plot of the open circuit voltage V , -~ using
CdS that either underwent a face-to-face anneal or was not
annealed;

FIG. 13 is a box plot of the short circuit current J using
CdS that either underwent a face-to-face anneal or was not
annealed; and

FIG. 14 is a box plot of the fill factor FF using CdS that
either underwent a face-to-face anneal or was not annealed.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The terms “first,” “second,” and the like, herein do not
denote any order, quantity, or importance, but rather are used
to distinguish one element from another. The terms “a” and
“an” herein do not denote a limitation of quantity, but rather
denote the presence of at least one of the referenced items.
The modifier “about” used in connection with a quantity is
inclusive of the stated value, and has the meaning dictated by
context, (e.g., includes the degree of error associated with
measurement of the particular quantity). In addition, the term
“combination” is inclusive of blends, mixtures, alloys, reac-
tion products, and the like.

Moreover, in this specification, the suffix “(s)” is usually
intended to include both the singular and the plural ofthe term
that it modifies, thereby including one or more of that term.
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Reference throughout the specification to “one embodiment,”
or “another embodiment,” “an embodiment,” and so forth,
means that a particular element (e.g., feature, structure, and/
or characteristic) described in connection with the embodi-
mentis included in at least one embodiment described herein,
and may or may not be present in other embodiments. Simi-
larly, reference to “a particular configuration” means that a
particular element (e.g., feature, structure, and/or character-
istic) described in connection with the configuration is
included in at least one configuration described herein, and
may or may not be present in other configurations. In addi-
tion, it is to be understood that the described inventive fea-
tures may be combined in any suitable manner in the various
embodiments and configurations.

In addition, approximating language, as used herein
throughout the specification and claims, may be applied to
modify any quantitative representation that could permissibly
vary without resulting in a change in the basic function to
which it is related. Accordingly, a value modified by a term or
terms, such as “about”, is not limited to the precise value
specified. In some instances, the approximating language
may correspond to the precision of an instrument for measur-
ing the value.

Further, the terms “transparent region”, “transparent layer”
and “transparent electrode” as used herein, refer to a region, a
layer, or an article that allows an average transmission of at
least 80% of incident electromagnetic radiation having a
wavelength in a range from about 300 nm to about 850 nm. As
used herein, the term “disposed on” refers to layers disposed
directly in contact with each other or indirectly by having
intervening layers there between.

A method of manufacturing a number of semiconductor
assemblies 100, 200 is described with reference to FIGS. 1-8.
The manufacturing method includes thermally processing a
first semiconductor assembly 100 comprising a first semicon-
ductor layer 110 disposed on a first support 120 and thermally
processing a second semiconductor assembly 200 compris-
ing a second semiconductor layer 210 disposed on a second
support 220. As indicated, for example in FIGS. 1 and 2, the
first and second semiconductor assemblies 100, 200 are ther-
mally processed simultaneously, and the first and second
semiconductor assemblies 100, 200 are arranged such that the
first semiconductor layer 110 faces the second semiconductor
layer 210 during the thermal processing. As used here, the
term “faces” should be understood to include layers disposed
adjacent to (directly in contact with) each other or alterna-
tively separated from one another, for example, separated
with a spacer disposed between the two layers.

For particular configurations, the first and the second semi-
conductor layers 110, 210 comprise a material selected from
the group consisting of cadmium sulfide (CdS), indium (III)
sulfide (In,S;), zinc sulfide (ZnS), zinc telluride (ZnTe), zinc
selenide (ZnSe), cadmium selenide (CdSe), cadmium man-
ganese selenide (Cd,Mn,  Se), oxygenated cadmium sulfide
(CdS:0), copper oxide (Cu,O), amorphous or micro-crystal-
line silicon and Zn(O,H), CdO, Cd(O,H) and combinations
thereof. These materials should also be understood to include
the alloys thereof. For particular configurations, the first and
the second semiconductor layers 110, 210 may comprise a
metal-selenide or a metal-sulfide. For more particular con-
figurations, the first and the second semiconductor layers 110,
210 may comprise cadmium sulfide (CdS) or oxygenated
cadmium sulfide (CdS:O). For particular processes, the first
and the second semiconductor layers 110, 210 may comprise
oxygenated cadmium sulfide (CdS:0O) with an oxygen con-
tent in a range of about two atomic percent (2%) to about
twenty five atomic percent (25%). It bears noting that the
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4

above-mentioned semiconductor materials may be used
alone or in combination. Further, these materials may be
present in more than one layer, each layer having different
type of material or having combinations of the materials in
separate layers.

For particular arrangements, the thermally processed semi-
conductor layers 110, 210 may serve as the junction-forming
layer for a photovoltaic device. For particular configurations,
the semiconductor layers 110, 210 may comprise CdS and
have thicknesses in a range of about 50-100 nm. The atomic
percent of cadmium in the cadmium sulfide, for certain con-
figurations, may be in a range of about 45-55 atomic percent,
and more particularly, in a range of about 48-52 atomic per-
cent.

The manufacturing method may further optionally include
the steps of disposing the first semiconductor layer 110 on the
first support 120 and disposing the second semiconductor
layer 210 on the second support 220, where the first and
second semiconductor layers 110, 210 are disposed prior to
performing the thermal processing. As noted above, the term
“disposed on” refers to layers disposed directly in contact
with each other or indirectly by having intervening layers
there between. For particular processes, the first and the sec-
ond semiconductor layers 110, 210 may be disposed using a
low substrate temperature deposition technique. As used
here, “substrate” should be understood to mean the supports
120, 220. The semiconductor layers may be deposited, for
example, at room temperature. Example low temperature
deposition techniques include, without limitation, sputtering,
evaporation, atomic layer deposition (ALD), chemical bath
deposition (CBD), and electrochemical deposition (ECD).
For other processes, the layers may be deposited at relatively
higher temperatures using techniques, such as chemical vapor
deposition (CVD) or close-space sublimation (CSS). In some
embodiments, sputtering may also be used with a high tem-
perature substrate.

The supports 120, 220 may be transparent over the range of
wavelengths for which transmission through the respective
support 120, 220 is desired. For particular configurations, the
supports 120, 220 may be transparent to visible light having a
wavelength in a range of about 400-1000 nm. The material for
the supports 120, 220 may be selected such that the thermal
expansion coefficient of the support 120, 220 is close to the
thermal expansion coefficient of the adjacent layer (for
example, the transparent, conductive layer 130,230 in FIG. 3)
to prevent cracking or buckling of the adjacent layer during
heat treatments. For certain configurations, the supports 120,
220 may comprise a material capable of withstanding heat
treatment temperatures greater than about 600° C., such as,
for example silica and borosilicate glass.

For the example configuration shown in FIG. 1, the firstand
second semiconductor assemblies 100, 200 are arranged such
that the first and the second semiconductor layers 110, 210 are
adjacent during the thermal processing. For example, the first
and second semiconductor assemblies 100, 200 may be
clamped together or the upper assembly (200 in FIG. 1) may
be weighted down to maintain the two semiconductor layers
110, 210 in contact during the thermal processing. For these
“adjacent” configurations, the manufacturing method may
further include purging the opposing surfaces of the first and
second semiconductor layers 110, 210 before assembling the
two assemblies 100, 200 for the thermal processing. For
example, the purging may include flowing a high purity inert
gas across the opposing surfaces of the first and second semi-
conductor layers 110, 210, prior to placing the two semicon-
ductor layers in contact. Without being bound by any theory,
it is believed that purging of the first and second semiconduc-
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tor layers 110, 210 may remove residual oxygen or moisture
absorbed on the opposing surfaces of the semiconductor lay-
ers.

For the example configuration shown in FIG. 2, the firstand
second semiconductor assemblies 100, 200 are arranged such
that the first and the second semiconductor layers 110, 210 are
spaced apart from one another during the thermal processing.
For particular configurations, the first and the second semi-
conductor layers 110, 210 comprise a material (for example,
CdS:0), and the thermal processing is performed with an
overpressure of vapor phase of the material, of the constitu-
ents of the material, or combinations thereof. It should also be
noted, that for certain embodiments, only one assembly may
be thermally processed with an overpressure of vapor phase
of the material, of the constituents of the material, or combi-
nations thereof. This direct annealing configuration is not
expressly shown. That is, the assembly may be directly
(namely, not in a face-to-face arrangement) thermally pro-
cessed with an overpressure of vapor phase of the material.
For certain processes, the spacing between the first and the
second semiconductor layers 110, 210 may vary by position.
For example, for certain manufacturing processes, the assem-
blies may have relative large areas (for example, on the order
of 1 m?) but be relatively thin (on the order of 1 mm), so any
gap between the first and the second semiconductor layers
110, 210 will be likely to vary absent specific engineering
solutions to maintain a consistent gap across the entire area of
the semiconductor layers 110, 210.

More particularly, the first and second semiconductor lay-
ers 110, 210 may be spaced apart from one another by a
maximum distance of about 6 mm during the thermal pro-
cessing. For particular configurations, the first and second
semiconductor layers 110, 210 may be spaced apart from one
another by less than or equal to about 2 mm, and more par-
ticularly by less than or equal to about 1.2 mm, and still more
particularly, by less than or equal to about 0.7 mm during the
thermal processing. For the example configuration shown in
FIG. 2, the manufacturing method further includes disposing
at least one spacer 10 between the first and the second semi-
conductor layers 110, 210, such that the first and the second
semiconductor layers 110, 210 are spaced apart from one
another during the thermal processing. Generally speaking,
any suitable spacer having the required structural character-
istics capable of withstanding the thermal processing condi-
tions (as described later) may be used for separating the first
assembly 100 and the second assembly 200 and for maintain-
ing a desired gap between the two assemblies. However, for
particular configurations, the spacer(s) 10 comprises a par-
ticulate material disposed on at least a portion of the first
semiconductor layer 110, on at least a portion of the second
semiconductor later 210, or on at least a portion of both the
first and the second semiconductor layers 110, 210.

For particular processes, the particulate material may be
disposed by mechanical spreading, vibrational mechanical
spreading, electrostatic spraying, vapor transport deposition,
or combinations thereof. The particulate material may have a
variety of shapes and cross-sectional geometries, for
example, spheres, rods, tubes, flakes, fibers, plates, wires,
cubes, blocks, or whiskers. Example cross-sectional geom-
etries for the particulate material include one or more of
circular, ellipsoidal, triangular, rectangular, and polygonal.
For particular configurations, the particulate material may
comprise spherical or non-spherical particles and may be
regular or irregular in shape.

Generally, the particulate material may have a suitable
thickness and shape depending in part on one or more of the
particulate material chemistry, the deposition conditions, and
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the gap desired between the two assemblies. For particular
configurations, the particulate material may have an average
thickness in a range from about 0.10 millimeters to about 6
millimeters. The term “thickness™ as used herein refers to
refers to a dimension of the spacer between the first semicon-
ductor layer 110 and the second semiconductor layer 210, and
may refer to a diameter of the spacer or height of the spacer,
depending on the specific geometry for the spacer(s).

For particular configurations, the first and the second semi-
conductor layers 110, 210 may comprise a metallic elemental
constituent, and the particulate material comprises the same
metallic elemental constituent. For example, the metallic
elemental constituent may comprise cadmium. More particu-
larly, the particulate material may further comprise a reducing
agent. The term ‘reducing agent’ as used herein refers to a
material capable of bringing about reduction, by depletion of
oxygen or addition of hydrogen, in other materials by being
itself oxidized in a chemical reaction. For particular configu-
rations, the reducing agent may comprise sulfur. For example,
the first and the second semiconductor layers 110, 210 may
comprise CdS, and the particulate material for the spacer(s)
10 may also comprise CdS. For particular processes, the
particulate material may comprise cadmium sulfide powder.

For particular configurations, the particulate material may
form a substantially discontinuous layer of cadmium sulfide
on the first semiconductor layer 110, on the second semicon-
ductor layer, or on both. Namely, the particulate material
would not be coextensive with the semiconductor layers 110,
120. Without being bound by any theory, the particulate mate-
rial may advantageously provide for a rough surface and thus
help to prevent the first assembly 100 and the second assem-
bly 200 from sticking to each other and provide for ease of
separation of the two assemblies after thermal processing,
particularly in the case when thermal processing in a vacuum.

Asnoted above, the first and second semiconductor assem-
blies 100, 200 are thermally processed simultaneously, in a
face-to-face arrangement. For particular processes, the
assemblies 100, 200 are thermal processed simultaneously by
heating the assemblies 100, 200 at a treatment temperature,
under vacuum conditions, and for a duration sufficient to
achieve the desired electrical and optical properties for the
thermally processed semiconductor layers. The composition,
thickness, morphology, electrical properties, and optical
properties of one or both the semiconductor layers 110, 210
may be advantageously controlled by varying one or more of
treatment temperature, duration of heat treatment, and
vacuum conditions employed during heat treatment.

For particular processes, the thermal processing comprises
heating the first and second semiconductor layers 110, 210 at
temperatures in a range of about 500° C. to about 700° C. and,
more particularly, in a range of about 550° C. to about 660° C.
In one non-limiting example, CdS layers disposed on boro-
silicate glass were heated at a temperature of about 630° C.
for about 15 minutes. As will be recognized by those skilled
in the art, the upper limit of the annealing temperature may
depend in part on the type of glass used for the supports 120,
220.

For particular processes, the thermal processing comprises
heating the first and second semiconductor layers 110, 210 for
about 1-60 minutes, and more particularly, for about 10-40
minutes. The time duration for the thermal processing (an-
nealing) refers to the time for which the semiconductor layers
110, 210 are subjected to the annealing temperature in the
annealing furnace. The time duration for annealing does not
include the initial ramping period during which the semicon-
ductor layers 110, 210 are ramped to the annealing tempera-
ture.
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The thermal annealing process may further be controlled
by varying the pressure conditions employed during thermal
processing. For certain processes, the thermal annealing may
be carried out under vacuum conditions, defined herein as
pressure conditions below atmospheric pressure. For certain
processes, the thermal processing may be carried out in the
presence of an inert gas, such as argon or nitrogen at a con-
stant pressure. For certain processes, the thermal processing
may be carried out under dynamic pressure by pumping and
flowing gas. Without being bound to any particular theory, for
certain processes, higher pressures may be desirable to pre-
vent sublimation of material from the substrate. In other pro-
cesses, lower pressures may be desirable to better remove
impurity gasses. “Pressure conditions™ as used herein refer to
the actual (static or dynamic) pressure of the sample during
the annealing process.

As noted above, the simultaneous thermal processing of
the assemblies 100, 200 anneals the semiconductor layers
110, 210. Thus, certain embodiments of the methods of the
present invention advantageously provide for higher through-
puts and reduced manufacturing costs by annealing two semi-
conductor layers using one thermal processing step. Benefi-
cially, by thermally processing CdS layers 110, 210 in a
face-to-face arrangement, the vapor pressure of CdS can be
maintained near the surface of the two CdS films 110, 210,
and thus the CdS sublimation can be reduced. Thus, the above
face-to-face thermal processing facilitates processing CdS
films 110, 210 at higher temperatures. Desirably, the rela-
tively high-temperature annealing may better recrystallize
CdS films 110, 210, modify their grain structures, and
enhance the optical transmission of the window layers. In
addition and without being bound by a particular theory, it is
believed that the higher crystallinity (as discussed below with
reference to FIG. 9) of the resulting CdS films 110, 210 have
may provide better nucleation sites for subsequently depos-
ited CdTe absorber layer growth. Consequently, higher effi-
ciency PV cells, with higher short circuit current, higher open
circuit voltage, and higher fill factor may be obtained by
means of the thermal processing of the CdS window layers
110, 210, as discussed below with reference to FIGS. 10-14.

Referring now to FIGS. 3-7, the manufacturing method
may further optionally include disposing at least one inter-
mediate layer 130, 140, 150, 160 on the first support 120 prior
to disposing the first semiconductor layer 110, such that the
intermediate layer(s) 130, 140, 150, 160 is (are) disposed
between the first support 120 and the first semiconductor
layer 110. Similarly, the manufacturing method may further
optionally include disposing at least one intermediate layer
230, 240, 250, 260 on the second support 220 prior to dispos-
ing the second semiconductor layer 210, such that the at least
one intermediate layer 230, 240, 250, 260 is disposed
between the second support 220 and the second semiconduc-
tor layer 210. For particular configurations, the manufactur-
ing method optionally includes disposing intermediate layers
on the first and second supports prior to disposing the firstand
second semiconductor layers, respectively.

For the example configuration shown in FIG. 3, transparent
conductive layers 130, 230 are disposed between the respec-
tive semiconductor layer and support. For example, the trans-
parent conductive layer 130, 230 may comprise a transparent
conductive material, for example a transparent conductive
oxide, such as cadmium tin oxide (CTO), indium tin oxide
(ITO) or fluorinated tin oxide (FTO). It should be noted that
the initially deposited transparent conductive layers 130, 230
may be opaque and non-conductive prior to thermal process-
ing, depending on the specific material used. For example,
CTO requires annealing. The initially deposited cadmium tin
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oxide layer is typically non-conductive, semi-transparent and
amorphous. After crystallization from thermal processing,
the CTO becomes electrically conductive, and optically more
transparent. Although FTO does not generally require anneal-
ing, FTO can withstand an anneal. ITO may benefit from
annealing, depending on prior processing. Further, the trans-
parent conductive layers 130, 230 may be disposed directly
on the respective supports, as indicated in FIG. 3, or one or
more intervening layers may be disposed between the trans-
parent conductive layers 130, 230 and the respective supports,
as discussed below with reference to FIGS. 6-8.

For particular configurations, the transparent conductive
layers 130, 230 comprise CTO. As used herein, the term
“cadmium tin oxide” refers to a composition of cadmium, tin,
and oxygen. For certain configurations, the cadmium tin
oxide may comprise a stoichiometric composition of cad-
mium and tin, where, for example, the atomic ratio of cad-
mium to tin is about 2:1. For other configurations, the cad-
mium tin oxide may comprise a non-stoichiometric
composition of cadmium and tin, where, for example, the
atomic ratio of cadmium to tin is in range less than about 2:1
or greater than about 2: 1. As used herein, the terms “cadmium
tin oxide” and “CTO” may be used interchangeably. The
cadmium tin oxide may further include one or more dopants,
such as, for example, copper, zinc, calcium, yttrium, zirco-
nium, hafnium, vanadium, tin, ruthenium, magnesium,
indium, zinc, palladium, rhodium, titanium, or combinations
thereof. “Substantially amorphous cadmium tin oxide” as
used herein refers to a cadmium tin oxide layer that does not
have a distinct crystalline pattern as observed by X-ray dif-
fraction (XRD). CTO layers 130, 230 will typically be depos-
ited as a substantially amorphous CTO layer, as discussed
below.

The cadmium tin oxide may function as a transparent con-
ductive oxide (TCO). The use of cadmium tin oxide as a TCO
has numerous advantages including superior electrical, opti-
cal, surface, and mechanical properties and increased stabil-
ity at elevated temperatures when compared to tin oxide,
indium oxide, indium tin oxide, and other transparent con-
ductive oxides. The electrical properties of cadmium tin oxide
may depend in part on the composition of cadmium tin oxide
characterized in some embodiments by the atomic concentra-
tion of cadmium and tin, or alternatively in some other
embodiments by the atomic ratio of cadmium to tin in cad-
mium tin oxide. The atomic ratio of cadmium to tin, as used
herein, refers to the ratio of the atomic concentration of cad-
mium to tin in cadmium tin oxide. Atomic concentrations of
cadmium and tin and the corresponding atomic ratio are com-
monly measured using, for instance, x-ray photoelectron
spectroscopy (XPS). For particular configurations, the atomic
ratio of cadmium to tin in the CTO layers 130, 230 is in a
range from about 1.2:1 to about 3:1, and more particularly, in
a range from about 1.5:1 to about 2.5:1, and still more par-
ticularly, in a range from about 1.7:1 to about 2.15:1. For
particular configurations, the atomic ratio of cadmium to tin
in the CTO layers 130, 230 is in a range from about 1.4:1 to
about 2:1.

For particular configurations, the atomic concentration of
cadmium in the CTO layers 130, 230 may be in a range of
about 20-40% of the total atomic content of the CTO, and
more particularly, in a range of about 25-35% of the total
atomic content of the CTO, and still more particularly, about
28-32% of'the total atomic content of the CTO. For particular
configurations, the atomic concentration of tin in the CTO
layers 130,230 may be in a range of about 10-30% of'the total
atomic content of the CTO, and more particularly, in a range
of about 15-28% of the total atomic content of the CTO, and
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still more particularly, in a range of about 18-24% of the total
atomic content of the CTO. For particular configurations, the
atomic concentration of oxygen in the CTO layers 130, 230
may be in a range of about 30-70% of the total atomic content
of'the CTO, and more particularly, in a range of about 40-60%
of'the total atomic content of the CTO, and still more particu-
larly, in a range of about 44-50% of the total atomic content of
the CTO.

The CTO layers 130, 230 may be disposed on the respec-
tive supports 120, 220 by any suitable technique, such as
sputtering (for example, radio frequency (RF) sputtering,
direct current (DC) sputtering, or reactive sputtering in the
presence of oxygen), chemical vapor deposition, spin coat-
ing, spray coating, or dip coating.

The thickness of the transparent conductive layers 130,230
may be controlled by varying one or more of the deposition
process parameters. For example, the thickness of the trans-
parent conductive oxide layers 130, 230 may be engineered to
be in a range of about 50-600 nm, and more particularly, in a
range of about 100-500 nm, and still more particularly, in a
range from about 150-400 nm

For processes in which the layers 130, 230 are annealed
prior to the disposition and subsequent thermal processing of
the semiconductor layers 110, 210, the assemblies 100, 200
may further optionally include reducing or “getter” layers
140, 240, as indicated in FIGS. 4, 7 and 8, for example. More
particularly, getter layers 140, 240 may be employed to pro-
tect CTO layers 130, 230 during annealing, prior to deposit-
ing semiconductor layers 110, 210. For particular processes,
the getter layers 140, 240 may be disposed on the respective
CTO layers 130, 230 prior to annealing the respective CTO
layer 130, 230, such that the respective getter layer 140, 240
is oxidized during the anneal, becoming an optically trans-
parent metal oxide layer 140, 240. Example materials for the
getter layer 140, 240 include, without limitation, tin, alumi-
num, nickel, tantalum, titanium, indium, vanadium, zirco-
nium, zinc, indium oxide, tin oxide, and titanium oxide, and
combinations or alloys thereof. Thus, after annealing, a tin
layer 140, 240 would comprise a tin oxide layer (also indi-
cated by reference numeral 140, 240), for example. The other
materials would similarly be oxidized, rendering them opti-
cally transparent. For particular configurations, the getter
layer comprises tin. For particular configurations, the getter
layer 140, 240 is less than about 30 nm in thickness, and more
particularly, has a thickness in a range of about 3-30 nm, and
still more particularly has a thickness in a range of about 7-15
nm. In one non-limiting example, a ten nanometer (10 nm)
thick tin layer 140, 240 may be disposed on a CTO layer 130,
230. However, the specific thickness selected for the getter
layer 140, 240 will vary depending on the thickness of the
respective CTO layer 130, 230. Beneficially, the getter layer
140, 240 serves as a “getter” layer in that it prevents oxygen
from penetrating into the respective CTO layer 130, 230.
However, for many process configurations, no getter layer
will be employed.

For the configurations shown in FIGS. 5-8, the assemblies
100, 200 further optionally include resistive, transparent
buffer layers 150, 250. For the configurations shown in FIGS.
5 and 6, the resistive, transparent buffer layer 150, 250 is
disposed on the respective transparent conductive layer 130,
230. Example materials for the resistive, transparent buffer
layer 150, 250 include zinc tin oxide, tin oxide, zinc oxide,
gallium oxide, aluminum oxide, silicon oxide, and combina-
tions thereof. For the arrangements shown in FIGS. 7 and 8,
the resistive, transparent buffer layer 150, 250 is disposed on
a getter layer 140, 240.

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

10

For the configurations shown in FIGS. 6-8, the assemblies
100, 200 further optionally include a barrier layer 160, 260
disposed between the respective support 120 and the respec-
tive transparent conductive layer 130, 230. Further, as indi-
cated in FIGS. 7 and 8, there may be intervening layers
between respective ones of these layers. Non-limiting
example materials for the barrier layer include silicon dioxide
(Si0,), trisilicon tetranitride (Si;N,), aluminum oxide
(Al,0,), silicon oxynitride (SiO,N,), as well as multilayer
structures, such as Si0,/Si;N,. Further, SiO, and Si;N, mate-
rials doped with Al,O; or Al may be employed as barrier layer
materials.

For the arrangements shown in FIGS. 1, 2 and 7, the first
and second semiconductor assemblies 100, 200 have the
same layer structure. More particularly, the first and second
semiconductor assemblies 100, 200 may have the same layer
structure and the first and second semiconductor layers 110,
210 may comprise the same material. For example, each of
the assemblies 100, 200 may include barrier 160, 260 and
transparent conductive layer 130, 230 disposed between the
respective support and semiconductor layer 110, 210. For
other configurations (not expressly shown), the first and sec-
ond semiconductor assemblies 100, 200 may have different
layer structures. For example, one of the assemblies 100, 200
may consistonly of a CdS (or CdS:0) layer on glass, while the
other assembly 200, 100 may additionally include barrier and
transparent conductive layers. However, even for configura-
tions for which the two assemblies have different layer struc-
tures, the two opposing layers for the thermal processing will
still be the semiconductor layers 110, 210.

EXAMPLE 1

To evaluate the effect of performing face-to-face annealing
on oxygenated CdS, face-to-face anneals were performed
with CdS layers 210 and oxygenated CdS layers 110 (CdS:O
(5% O)). The anneals were performed at 400° C., 500°C., and
600° C. for 15 minutes at 200 Ton in a nitrogen environment.
The resulting annealed CdS:O (5% O) samples were then
inspected using grazing incidence x-ray diffraction, and a plot
of the intensities versus the diffraction angle 26 is shown in
FIG. 9. As indicated in FIG. 9, the diffraction peaks are
sharpest for the 600° C. annealed sample and the weakest for
the sample that was not annealed, which indicated that the
grain size increases with the anneal temperature, over the
range of temperatures used.

EXAMPLE 2

To further evaluate the effect of performing face-to-face
annealing on oxygenated CdS, a face-to-face anneal was per-
formed with oxygenated CdS layers 210 (CdS:O (5% O)) and
oxygenated CdS layers 110 (CdS:O (5% O)). The anneal was
performed at 600° C. for 15 minutes at 200 Ton in a nitrogen
environment. FIG. 10 shows the external quantum efficiency
for the resulting annealed CdS:O (5% O) sample as well as
that for an un-annealed sample. As shown in FIG. 10, the
quantum efficiency for the annealed sample is higher than that
of the un-annealed sample. FIG. 11 shows that the cell effi-
ciencies for the cells having face-to-face annealed CdS
exceeded those of cells with CdS that was not annealed.
Similarly, FIGS. 12, 13 and 14 show that each of the open
circuit voltage V., short circuit current Jg, and fill factor
FF, increase for the cells with the face-to-face annealed CdS
relative to cells with un-annealed CdS.

Beneficially, by thermally processing CdS layers 110, 210
in a face-to-face arrangement, the vapor pressure of CdS can
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be maintained near the surface of the two CdS films 110, 210,
and thus the CdS sublimation can be reduced. Thus, the above
face-to-face thermal processing facilitates processing CdS
films 110, 210 at higher temperatures. These relatively high
temperature thermal anneals may better recrystallize the CdS
films. Without being bound by a particular theory, it is
believed that the above-described thermal processing may
modify the microstructure and optical transmission of CdS
films 110, 210, as well as modifying the interface between the
CdS and the subsequently deposited CdTe (absorber) layers.
As discussed above with reference to FIGS. 9-14, the ther-
mally processed semiconductor layers 110, 210, may lead to
relatively high efficiency cells, with relatively high short cir-
cuit current, open circuit voltage, and/or fill factor.

Although only certain features of the invention have been
illustrated and described herein, many modifications and
changes will occur to those skilled in the art. It is, therefore, to
be understood that the appended claims are intended to cover
all such modifications and changes as fall within the true spirit
of the invention.

The invention claimed is:

1. A method of manufacturing a plurality of semiconductor
assemblies, the manufacturing method comprising:

thermally processing a first semiconductor assembly com-

prising a first semiconductor layer disposed on a first
support; and

thermally processing a second semiconductor assembly

comprising a second semiconductor layer disposed on a
second support,
wherein the first and second semiconductor assemblies are
thermally processed simultaneously, and wherein the
first and second semiconductor assemblies are arranged
such that the first semiconductor layer faces the second
semiconductor layer during the thermal processing, and

wherein the first and the second semiconductor layers com-
prise a material selected from the group consisting of
cadmium sulfide (CdS), indium (IIT) sulfide (In,S;), zinc
sulfide (ZnS), zinc telluride (ZnTe), zinc selenide
(ZnSe), cadmium selenide (CdSe), cadmium manga-
nese selenide (Cd,Mn,_ Se),oxygenated cadmium sul-
fide (CdS:0), copper oxide (Cu,0O), amorphous or
micro-crystalline silicon and Zn(O,H) and combinations
thereof.

2. The manufacturing method of claim 1, wherein the first
and second semiconductor assemblies are arranged such that
the first and the second semiconductor layers are adjacent
during the thermal processing.

3. The manufacturing method of claim 1, wherein the first
and second semiconductor assemblies are arranged such that
the first and the second semiconductor layers are spaced apart
from one another during the thermal processing, wherein the
first and the second semiconductor layers comprise a mate-
rial, and wherein the thermal processing is performed with an
overpressure of vapor phase of the material, of the constitu-
ents of the material, or combinations thereof.

4. The manufacturing method of claim 3, wherein the first
and second semiconductor assemblies are spaced apart from
one another by a maximum distance of about 2mm during the
thermal processing.

5. The manufacturing method of claim 4, wherein the first
and second semiconductor assemblies are spaced apart from
one another by a maximum distance of about 0.7 mm during
the thermal processing.

6. The manufacturing method of claim 3, further compris-
ing disposing at least one spacer between the first and the
second semiconductor layers, such that the first and the sec-
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ond semiconductor layers are spaced apart from one another
during the thermal processing.

7. The manufacturing method of claim 6, wherein the at
least one spacer comprises a particulate material disposed on
at least a portion of the first semiconductor layer, on at least a
portion of the second semiconductor later, or on at least a
portion of both the first and the second semiconductor layers.

8. The manufacturing method of claim 7, wherein the first
and the second semiconductor layers comprise a metallic
elemental constituent, and wherein the particulate material
comprises the metallic elemental constituent.

9. The manufacturing method of claim 8, wherein the par-
ticulate material further comprises a reducing agent.

10. The manufacturing method of claim 8, wherein the
metallic elemental constituent comprises cadmium.

11. The manufacturing method of claim 8, wherein the first
and the second semiconductor layers further comprise sulfur,
and wherein the particulate material comprises sulfur.

12. The manufacturing method of claim 8, wherein the first
and the second semiconductor layers comprise cadmium sul-
fide (CdS) or oxygenated cadmium sulfide (CdS:O), and
wherein the particulate material comprises CdS or oxygen-
ated cadmium sulfide (CdS:O).

13. The manufacturing method of claim 1, further compris-
ing:

disposing the first semiconductor layer on the first support;

and

disposing the second semiconductor layer on the second

support, wherein the first and second semiconductor
layers are disposed prior to performing the thermal pro-
cessing.
14. The manufacturing method of claim 13, wherein the
first and the second semiconductor layers are disposed using
a low substrate temperature deposition technique.
15. The manufacturing method of claim 13, further com-
prising disposing at least one intermediate layer on the first
support prior to disposing the first semiconductor layer, such
that the at least one intermediate layer is disposed between the
first support and the first semiconductor layer.
16. The manufacturing method of claim 13, further com-
prising disposing at least one intermediate layer on the second
support prior to disposing the second semiconductor layer,
such that the at least one intermediate layer is disposed
between the second support and the second semiconductor
layer.
17. The manufacturing method of claim 13, further com-
prising:
disposing at least one intermediate layer on the first support
prior to disposing the first semiconductor layer, such that
the at least one intermediate layer is disposed between
the first support and the first semiconductor layer; and

disposing at least one intermediate layer on the second
support prior to disposing the second semiconductor
layer, such that the at least one intermediate layer is
disposed between the second support and the second
semiconductor layer.

18. The manufacturing method of claim 1, wherein the first
and second semiconductor assemblies have the same layer
structure.

19. The manufacturing method of claim 1, wherein the first
and second semiconductor assemblies have different layer
structures, and wherein the first and second semiconductor
layers comprise the same material.

20. The manufacturing method of claim 1, wherein the
thermal processing comprises heating the first and second
semiconductor layers at temperatures in a range of about 500°
C. to about 700° C.
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21. The manufacturing method of claim 20, wherein the
thermal processing comprises heating the first and second
semiconductor layers at temperatures in a range of about 550°
C. to about 660° C.

22. The manufacturing method of claim 1, wherein the
thermal processing takes about 1-40 minutes to complete.

23. The manufacturing method of claim 1, wherein the first
and the second semiconductor layers comprise a metal-se-
lenide or a metal-sulfide.

24. The manufacturing method of claim 23, wherein the
first and the second semiconductor layers comprise a material
selected from the group consisting of cadmium sulfide (CdS),
indium (I1I) sulfide (In,S;), zinc sulfide (ZnS), zinc selenide
(ZnSe), cadmium selenide (CdSe), cadmium manganese
selenide (Cd,Mn,_,Se), oxygenated cadmium sulfide (CdS:
0), and combinations thereof.

25. The manufacturing method of claim 24, wherein the
first and the second semiconductor layers comprise cadmium
sulfide (CdS) or oxygenated cadmium sulfide (CdS:O).

26. The manufacturing method of claim 25, wherein the
first and the second semiconductor layers comprise oxygen-
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ated cadmium sulfide (CdS:0) with an oxygen content in a
range of about two atomic percent (2%) to about twenty five
atomic percent (25%).
27. A method of manufacturing a plurality of semiconduc-
tor assemblies, the manufacturing method comprising:
simultaneously thermally processing a first semiconductor
assembly comprising a first semiconductor layer dis-
posed on a first support and a second semiconductor
assembly comprising a second semiconductor layer dis-
posed on a second support, the first and second semicon-
ductor assemblies being arranged such that the first
semiconductor layer faces the second semiconductor
layer during the thermal processing,
wherein the first and the second semiconductor layers com-
prise a material, and wherein the thermal processing is
performed with an overpressure of vapor phase of the
material, of the constituents of the material, or combi-
nations thereof; and
wherein a particulate material is disposed on at least one of
the first and second semiconductor layers as a spacer
between the first and second semiconductor layers dur-
ing thermal processing.
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